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APPLICATIONS OF CRITERIA

Standards

Microbiological standards may be useful when epidemiological evi-
dence indicates that a food is frequently a vehicle of disease. Several
factors should be considered before a microbiological standard is estab-
lished. Most important, the standard must attain its stated objective, namely
the elimination or reduction of foodborne disease. (Although potpies have
been involved in outbreaks of botulism, standards related to the presence
of Clostridium botulinum spores in the frozen product would be highly
impractical since in each outbreak, illness was caused by extreme abuse
of the food by the consumer.) Currently existing "implied" microbio-
logical standards for foods should also be considered (see Chapter 1, page
52 note 3).

A criticism of standards based on fixed numbers of nonpathogenic
microorganisms is that they can result in the recall or downgrading of
significant quantities of what otherwise may be wholesome food. One
means of minimizing this would be the approach used in the Grade A
Pasteurized Milk Ordinance (USPHS/FDA, 1978). Here a given lot is not
automatically rejected when standard plate counts or numbers of coliforms
exceed the prescribed limit, but penalty provisions, which can include
suspension of the permit to process milk, may be instituted on repeated
violations, e.g., when three out of five of the last analyses within a
specified period of time exceed the standard. This system affords the
correction of undesirable conditions with minimal loss of food, and thus
with minimal cost to the consumer.

Guidelines

Microbiological guidelines are used by food processors to monitor the
microbiological condition of raw products, of a food at critical control
points during processing, of process equipment surfaces, and of the fin-
ished product. Industry quality control/assurance departments commonly
establish microbiological limits, often based on many years of experience,
that should be achievable in foods at critical control points or in the finished
product if good manufacturing practices are observed. Results that exceed
these limits serve to signal some divergence from accepted good manu-
facturing practices and may suggest remedial measures. Industry guide-
lines often are of a proprietary nature and may vary from company to
company, even for the same product.

Microbiological guidelines can aid regulatory agencies in the assessment